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INSANITY IN ENGLAND. 



The following analysis of the report of the Lunacy Commissioners 
of England and Wales is taken from the Lancet, October 2, 1897 : — 

The total number of persons of unsound mind in England and 
Wales under the supervision of the Lunacy Commissioners on Janu- 
ary 1, 1897, was 99,365. This represents an increase of 2819 for 
the year 1896. There has been an increase of 2857 pauper patients, 
53 private patients, and nine criminal lunatics. The returns for 
Scotland and Ireland also show that the asylum population is increas- 
ing. At first sight it would appear that insanity in its more active 
phases is making rapid strides among the populace, but the official 
view does not confirm this, and the authorities of the various coun- 
tries are strong in the conviction that the increase is more apparent 
than real, and is mainly due to accumulation. This assertion is de- 
cidedly reassuring, but perhaps it is capable of further proof. An 
argument in favor of the Commissioners' views is furnished this year 
by the fact that the death rate of the English asylums shows a con- 
siderable diminution. The effect of a recorded decrease of 0.96 in 
the death percentage of 1896, as compared with that of 1895, was to 
leave alive at the end of 1896, 722 patients who would have been 
removed by death if the rate of mortality had been the same as that 
of the previous year. On the other hand, a slight advance of 0.35 
in the recovery rate brought about the discharge of 66 more patients 
than would have been left if the rate of 1895 had prevailed, and this 
number must be deducted from the 722, leaving 656 cases as the 
result of the diminished discharge rate. This is an explanation as 
far as it goes, but it leaves a very large margin to be accounted for. 
What is the composition of this residue ? Is it due to recent, recur- 
rent, or chronic insanity ? This is the point to determine, and in 
this respect the statistical information afforded by the Commissioners 
is very defective. No statistics are available for estimating the number 
of persons with first attacks in which the onset of insanity took place 
within three months of admission. A table conveying this informa- 
tion is inserted in every asylum report, and it is therefore safe to 
assume that the sum total for the whole country could easily be ascer- 
tained. For the purposes of comparison such a table would prove 
invaluable, and it is the only method of obtaining anything like reli- 
able information regarding the incidence of freshly occurring insanity ; 
further, it would tend in a great measure to solve the difficult ques- 
tion whether there is or is not an increased liability to insanity 
amongst the population. In the Red Book of the Asylums Committee 
of the London County Council the proportion of such cases appears 
to be 37 per cent of the admissions. It would be interesting to 
know the ratio for the whole country. 
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While the number of pauper lunatics shows a marked increase from 
year to year, the case is otherwise with private patients. In the lat- 
ter class there has been a continuous decrease, from 2.82 per 10,000 
of the whole population in 1891 to 2.68 in the present year. During 
the same period the ratio of pauper lunatics has increased from 26.78 
to 29.07 per 10,000 of population. As to the general proportion of 
insanity, it appears that in 1859 the proportion of officially known 
lunatics to the population was 1 to 536. Since then things have 
materially altered for the worse, for the ratio at the present time is 
1 to 313. The statistical tables in this year's report have been sup- 
plemented by the inclusion of a table giving the number of patients 
admitted in each month of the year 1 895 suffering from the principal 
forms of mental disorder, and also showing the daily average of those 
admissions for each month. It is somewhat singular that the admis- 
sions under all heads were most numerous in the month of May, next 
in April, and thirdly in June. The daily averages of admissions for 
each of the five months, March to July, exceeded the daily average 
for the whole year ; again, the daily average of admissions of cases 
of mania was highest in April, viz., 32.3 per cent; and that of cases 
of melancholia highest in June, — 19.3 per cent. The lowest daily 
average in both cases was in February, viz., cases of mania, 24.3 
per cent, and of melancholia 13.3 per cent. This is a valuable and 
instructive table, which, it is to be hoped, will be continued in future 
reports ; in the form of a chart it would prove still more useful. The 
conclusion drawn is that insanity requiring early and active treatment 
away from home developes more frequently in the spring and summer 
months than in the autumn or winter. 

The actual number of recoveries during the year was 7178, an 
increase of 105 on the previous year. The proportion of recoveries 
to the total number of admissions comes to 38.53 per cent, as com- 
pared with 38.18 per cent in 1895. The total number of deaths was 
6806, being 9.05 per cent of the daily average number resident. In 
respect to the assigned causes of insanity, the Commissioners are of 
opinion that very great reliance cannot be placed on the returns, but 
apparently hereditary influence continues to be the most fruitful 
cause, previous attacks coming next, and intemperance in drink tak- 
ing the third place. The proportion of old age as a cause continues 
to advance in the pauper class. The cases of relapse also show a 
tendency to increase in the same class. It is stated that this may be 
accounted for by the anxiety to discharge patients " not perfectly 
cured," owing to the crowded state of so many asylums. The Com- 
missioners, having recognized the fact that there is a tendency to 
premature discharge, ought to consider the feasability of endeavoring 
to check it as far as possible, for there can be no doubt that, in addi- 
tion to frequency of relapse, it is responsible for other evils, viz., 
an increased production of hereditary insanity, and a larger propor- 
tion of insane criminals. 



